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On the Aesthetic Quality of Social Spaces (3):
From Schiller to Ranciere
ABSTRACT
This essay explicates Jacques Ranciere’s aesthetics as a contemporary develop-
ment of Friedrich Shiller’s classical aesthetics. It shows how Shiller’s idea of the ‘play
drive’ is creatively reinterpreted and incorporated into Ranciere’s aesthetics. By focus-
ing on the continuity between the ideas of Shiller and Ranciere, this essay emphasizes
the unique role of the aesthetic moment in social life, that is, a playful suspension of
intellectual domination over sensibility.
The discussion begins with Ranciere’s concept of ‘the distribution of the sensible’
which is examined in relation to the three regimes of art (ethical, representative, aes-
thetic). The aesthetic regime of art is based on the ideas initiated by Shiller. The sig-
nificance of Ranciere’s modern ‘aesthetic revolution’ is explicated through his reinter-
pretation of Shiller’s ‘play drive’ as an emancipation from the traditional ― hierarchi-
cal ― distribution of the sensible.
In this essay, Ranciere’s idea of the equality of playful competence is examined in
relation to Shiller’s idea of the universality of play, and these factors are further ex-
plained based on the aesthetic experience of an anonymous workman in his workplace.
Ranciere’s analysis of the contemporary films of Pedro Costa is examined in connec-
tion with his main ideas such as the distribution of the sensible, the aesthetic revolution
and the equality of playful competence. Costa’s films and Ranciere’s analysis are in-
structive for the researchers of the aesthetic qualities of social space.
The essay concludes with a critique of Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology of culture from
the standpoint of Ranciere’s aesthetics. Ultimately, it suggests that Bourdieu dismissed
the equality of playful competence as a mere philosophical construct because he did
not consider the lasting import of the modern aesthetic revolution initiated by Shiller
and revived recently by Ranciere.
Key Words: aesthetics, equality of playful competence, Jacques Rancière, Friedrich
Shiller, Pierre Bourdieu
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